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ABSTRACT 

This study assesses the effects of three -kinds of 
verbal plans, temptation-inhibiting plans, re;Ward-oriented plans, and 
task-facilitating plans, on children's resistarics to temptation* Each 
plan was studied in an elaborated and an anelaborated form. Subjects 
were 70 fourfyear olds, 35 boys and 35 girls.. The major piece of 
apparatus employed was a talking Clown Box. Each child was shown a 
pe^oard task, and warned . that the Clown Box might tempt hiim to stop 
working,, thus ensuring that he would be allowed to play. only with 
some unattractive toys rather than with some special ones. The 
children were instructed in group-specific verbalizations to be 
repec^ted to the Clown Box. The main dependent measure assessed the 
propaxtion of time spent working by each child. Subjects in the 
elaborated temptation-inhibiting and elaborated reward-oriented plan . 
conditions worked .for a. greater proportion of the test phase than 
those in other plan conditions and than those in the control 
conditions* Whether or not a self-instructional plan will facilitate" 
a young, child' s self-control depends on the substantive or content 
nature of' the plan, and its level of organization of structure. 
(Author/JLL). ^ 
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•Seie^Instructional Plans and Children's Resistance to Temptation 
■ - Charlotte J. Paitterson ' and '^^alt^^' Mischcl 

University of Virginia Stanford University 

In recent years, a great deal oi^ research attention has been devoted 
to exploration of the idea that Miller , Galanter and . Pribram proposed in- 
their now^ classic book. Plans and the Structure of Behavior (I960) . That 
idea,, of course, was that in order to understand the patterning of a ■ 
person's activities, one must understand the nature of that person's 
plans.' The impact of plans on behavior has to date been, studied most 
extensively and fruitfully in the realm of cognitive psychology and psycho- 
linguistics. The implications of such. an approach for the study of per- 
sonality and socpLal behavior . are , however, no less intriguing; but they 
are. only beginning to be explored (Hartig and Kanfer, 1973; Kanfeir, Cox,- 
Greiner and Karoly, 1974; Patterson and Mischel, 1975 , 1976). 

In attempting to analyze the influence of planning on social behavior, 

we have found it useful to make a distinction between the organization or 

■* • . ' ' '. ■ ■ ■ ' ^' ' 

structure . of plans on the one hand, and their content or substan ce on , the 

■ " / 

other. From a structural point of view, we have been interested in^asking 

how the level of organization or degree of structure of a person' s' plans 

/ 

affects their ability to influence behavior in desired direction^. In 
studying the substance of plans, we have been conceirned with the ways in 
which their content^_.(i.e. ,„_their-..s nature) affect^ their ability 

to provide effective guides, for behavior. The study x^;e report today was' 
conducted in an effort to begin an analysis of plans for/children's self- 
control from these twin perspectives. / 

The general structural ques on that we were cpricerned 'with was: 



To what extent does the success o£ pl-'^^s in facilitating self-control de- 
pend upon their being elaborated in great detail in advance of the oc- 
casion for their execution? Iq ^t essential that many details of a plan 
for self-control be specified ±^ advance, if it. is to havc> a beneficial 

\ ■ ■ y ' ■ 

impact on subsequent performance, or will a relatively - unelaborated plan 
suffice? One aim of the study j^^s to compare children's ability to util- 
ize plans of varying degrees of elaboration in a resistance to temptation 
situation. Accordingly, some children wete offered plans which specified 
exactly what verbalizations th^y should employ in order to facilitate 
their efforts at self-control i^ a subsequ^pt test situ'ation, while other 
were offered plans which specified the nature but not the specific con- 
tents of such verbalizations. ' . ' . , - ' 

. In an analysis of the effe<^ts of ^substantive nature of plans on 
their, ability to facilitate self -control, were interested in the rela- 
tive efficacy of plans which di^-ect attention to different", aspects of 
th^ self-control situation- lu this study^ assessed the effects of 
plans which focused on three different aspect.s of the . self-control situa- 
tion: temptation-inlv n^iting_ PlgTi^, which directed the inhibition of : 
attention to .the temptation; taslc2f2^iJi££ti^^ which directed • 

attention to the task to be: completed; and reward ^oyiented plans , which 
focused on the rewarding consequences of self-control. Based on the re^ 
suits of earlier work (Mischel, ^bbesen, and Zeiss, 1972; Wischel and 
Underwood, 197A; Patterson and Mischel, 1975, 1976), we expected that 
'teroptation-inhxbiting and reward -oriented px^^is would facilitate child- 
ren' s resistance to temptation, tut that task-facilitating plans would 
not.' . " >j 

To summarize our aims, then, we studio^i the effects of three dlf- 



. ferent kinds of verbal plans—tcmptation-inhibiting plans, reward-ori^nCcd 
• plans, and task-facilitating plans— on-children's resistance to tempt^^ 
tion. Each plan was studied in two forms. In the elaborated f orm, both 
the nature, and actual contents of* the plan were specified by the expe^-i-. 
menter; in the unelaborated form , the experimenter specified the naticcg 
of . the plan, ^but. the subject was left to generate the particular^ words 
with which to execute the plan. 

We ran two additional groups as controls. In one of these gi^oupg 
the children were given an irrelevant verbal plan (a nursery rhyme to j-g- 
cxte during the' resistance to temptation test) to control for effects ."^^ 
of verbalization £er se. In the other, subjects were not given plans of 
any sort. Our dependent measures assessed the' degree to which these pirns' 
^facilitated subjects ' continued work on a task in the face of attractive • 
temptations to stop working. " ' " 

The major piece of apparatus employed in this study was .a "Clown 
^ox'- i -The Clown Box was a large white -wooden box, with a- life-size 
clown's face painted in bright colors on the front'. There were toys i^l 
side of windows on either side of the Clown face, and a variety of lights, 
^on the box could be made to blink on and off., In addition, a speaker. 
side the Clown Box (and connected to. a hidden tape recorder) made it 
.seem that the Clown Box was able to "talk". " ^ ■ 

■ Our subjects were. 70 four year olds, 35 boys and 35 girls, who., 
attended a nursery school' in the Palo Alto area. They were randomly 
assigned, ten to each condition within the 2x3 design, and 5 to each 
the _two control conditions. They were te?;ted individually. 

Upon entering the experimental room, the child was shown^a task which 
invoXved putting a large number of pegs into a pegb.oard. The experimeater 



^''P'^'Ut^ca '^^'''^ woi't'l havo to l^'^V'Ci. tlu-. .but that thy child could 

^^'■■^ On tli^ P'^S^^ard task w^.-ie she w^g g^nc- T?he chiJ-^' »as. introduced 
to tH^ ^jo>/n Box warne^ j-hiit the pox tiiigj^t te'-'Pt hi,n to stop • 

^°'^Httg. Tt^^ chtxd W3S to2_^ that iE ^^^iced ^^^^ task the entire 
that "^^^ ^^P(ariiiief»tet ^as ^nd ai'l pay attention to the 

Bo^r- ^^^"^ would be alXo^^^ to p-;^3y v/ith g^^e special toys and 
^'i'^^ bit. Cl^'^.^Oic upo"^ '^^6 exp^^'-^^'^ter's If» ^o^ever, he p.aid 

^"^^tioo.f^'' ""^^ Clov^i and '^^'^ fmis^^ the task, he yould only be 

^ith £5^^^ Uciatt:^^^'*'^^^ > bf^^^" ^^ys wh®^^ the experimenter 
''^''"ttxed. ^"^^ "^Hldren Ptomised hard a'^'l to ignore Mr. 

Bo:c- 

if th^ '^'^^■'■^ bad been assigi^^d ^ gcJ-f "instructional pi^n condition, 
^Jcperi'"^""^^ Introduce^ ^he P^^" hy sayi"^. -^3^'^ try to think of 
sometv^^^g you cou^^^ to keep' ^"""^^"S , and "ot Clown Box slow 

-5^°" ^own,-'-'' vhat you can d°'" if the subj^-^^ be;en assigned to the 

"Vhen ^lox.n Box s^yg to 1°°^^ at hi'" ploy ^i^h him. _ 
..then ''^^ just say ..j^^, ^^t goi"^ '^^ look ^t Mr. clown Box." 
^'^^^^ instf^'^^^^^s x^ere el^bor^t^'^ rep^^"^ in 3 standard way. The 

V^is it^'^'^°'^"^^d in the 3306 ^''''y ^^r the elabQj.3ted reward-oriented 
eSC^P'^ "^^^t they "ete insC^^^^t^^j ^.^ gay, "x,want. to^pigy „ith ti-e 
f"" toys f''^ ^lown Bo.x Xatet'" ^gain, 't^^ introduction v,as the same 

those "^^^ ?i■laboI^'''tec^ t^sk-f'^'^ilitatii^S Pl^^ condition. . except that 
Chey v^^g. tol'^. to 3^y, "1% goinf' look ^-tt ™y Work-" ■. 

the -""^jecit iiad he^j^ assigned the .""el^^p,-,at:ed temptation- 
inhlbi^..j^g pl'-^'^ Condition. ^3 tol,i^ 



**When Mr. Clown Box says to. look at him and play, with him, then • - 
you can just think of something to say out 10^..! that will- help^""^ 
you not to look at Mr.<'.. Clowp/Box> . You can say anything you yant 
that will help you not .to look at^Mr^ Clown Box." 
. In the unelaborated reward-oriented plan condition, thq plans, were 
introduced in' the same way, except that the subject was told to "thinly of 
something to say out loud tha^will remind you^t)f what you get to play • 

" ■ • : '■ ■ \: . ■ ■ 

with, if you finish your work". Again^ the introduction was the same for 
those in the unelaborated task-facilitating plan condition, except that 
they were instructed to. **think of something to say out Ipjjd that will " 
help you to keep looking at your work". „ ' ' 

In the irrelevant plan condition, the inti!"oduction..was the same, but 
children were asked to recite, the nursery rhyme: "Hickory, dickory, dock 

the mouse ran up the clock." during the tirae^ that the expelrimeater was 

... - f» 

out of the room. In the no plans c6nditi,an, the experimenter gave no . 

"instructions about what~ to say. . . ' ' ■ 

The test phase began as the experimenter made. her exit, leaVing the 

child to work on the task. Thirty seconds after the experimenter's exit, 

the Clown Box began a standard routine — lights turning on and off, and 

"talking" to the child — which .was designed to tempt th^ child to stop 

working. The Clown Box routine continued throughout the six minute test 

phase, and was always identical, regardless of ther child's actions. 

yhe main dependent measure assessed the .proportion of time spent 

♦ 

working by each child, in the face of the Clown's temptations. These 
data arc shown in Figure One, and may he summarized easily. Subjects in 
the elaborated tcmptation^ihhlbiting and elaborated reward-oriented p.lan 
conditions worked for a. greater proportion of the test phase than those 



..." 0 • . ■ 

in otrher plan conditions (j) <,0l) and than those in tlTe control condi- 
tions (£<.01)i In other words, the* children's ability to sustain goal- 
oriented work was facilitated only in the temptation-inhibiting and 

i ' . ' . 

vreward-oriented plan conditions, and only when these plans' were fully 
' elaborated. .The same pattern of findings emerged when data for amount of 

jj: , work completed were examined. 

These findings provide clear evidence that the effectiveness of a . 
task-relevant plan for self-control depends upon its specific content. Our" 
results suggest that the cognitive activity underlying resistance to 
temptation in this situation is probably not the direction of attention 
♦ to the task per se , but rather the active suppression of attention to 
, the temptation or the direction o*f attention to rewarding consequences of 

^ continued work. These results, then, contribute to O'ur understanding of 
.\, the ■ cognitive factors which facilitate children's efforts to. maintain 

' self-control. ^ . ^' 

■ Our results also point to the importance* of specifying ra^iny,. if not 

,^11, details of a plan in advance if tKe plan is to be successful in 
facilitating young children's self-control. Although, the children in 
. this study made good use of the elaborated"* plans, they seemed unable to 
employ the unelaborated plans to any advantage. In other words, whether 
. or not a particular self-instructional plan will facilitate young child- 

ren's self-control evidently .depends not only on the substance or content 

of the plan, but also on the extent .to which the exact words with which to 

' ' «' 

■ ' * ' ■ • f- ■ 

execute the plan have been specified. 

In conclusion, then, the results of this stiidy demonstrate from^ two . 
different persjjectives the importance of a plan's "fit*' with the cognitive 
. and. situational circumstances in which it must be Implemented. In the 
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first place, out results confirm that, if it . is to be successful, a plan's 
cognitive focus or content must be appropriate to the demands of the 
situation in which it is to be employed. Beyond this, our results .indi- 
cate that the success of a plan also depends upon its having been elabor- 
ated fully enough in advance . to ensure its smooth execution when the , need 
arises. Thus, whether or not a particular sel*f-instructional plan will 
facilitate young children's self-control evidently depends not only ,oh'' the 
substantive nature or content of the plan, but also on its level of organi- 
zation or sCructure- ' ' . 
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